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The Moment the Candle Went Out, the Water Climbed Up

One evening while doing homework, a question popped into my head: where does the
flame go if a lit candle is covered by a cup? My brother had once mentioned a cup
that drinks up water. A cup has no mouth, so how could it suck anything? I did not
believe it, but I wanted to find out. I went to the kitchen and hunted for things: a

birthday candle, an old plate, a straight-sided glass cup, and a small bowl of water.

I was afraid to strike a match, so Mom lit the candle for me. I dripped hot wax
in the middle of the plate and stuck the candle onto it. It stood crooked but did not
fall. I poured water onto the plate, just enough to cover the bottom, and added a
drop of red ink so the water would be easy to see. The water was still, the flame was

still, and my heart was even stiller than both of them.

I picked up the glass cup, lowered it straight over the candle, and pressed its

rim onto the plate. The flame was shut inside the cup, still burning, but already a
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little shorter. I squatted down and watched it with my cheek against the glass. It
flickered twice, as if taking a breath, stretched its neck longer and longer, and

then went out.

At the very second it went out, the red water on the plate seemed pushed by an
invisible hand. It climbed into the cup bit by bit, crawling up the glass wall, and
stopped at a height about two fingers above the base of the candle. I counted in my
head: one finger, two fingers. The water really had climbed! The cup sucked nothing,

yet the water rose by itself.

I shouted too loudly, and the whole family came running. Dad asked me to try
again, and this time I deliberately used a taller cup. The candle went out just as
fast, but the water rose even lower. I took out my little notebook and wrote two
lines: big cup, water rises low; small cup, water rises high. I could not explain why
yet, but I wrote the question beside it: where did the air inside the cup go? Was it

used up by the fire?

Before bed, that question kept rolling around in my head. I decided to ask
Teacher Li at the science office tomorrow whether air gets tired too. On the
nightstand, the candle had cooled into a small red hill. I felt it was keeping a

secret for me, waiting for me to fetch the answer tomorrow.
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My Son’ s Nose Pressed Against the Cup

After dinner, my son pulled me to the dining table and announced he would do the
experiment of the cup drinking water. His equipment: a red candle, a plate, a glass
tea cup, and a small dish of water darkened with soy sauce. He had prepared
everything himself, even laying out paper towels for wiping hands. Clearly he had

been thinking about it all afternoon.

He handed me the lighter and said: you light it, I will do the rest. 1
understood. He was afraid of fire, yet refused to miss a single step. I helped him
stick the candle onto the plate, and the flame stood up. He squatted first to study
the candle, then lifted the cup, lowered it straight over the flame, and held the rim

with both hands, his fingers white with tension.

The flame shrank inside the cup, tilted its neck, and went out. The soy—colored
water crawled up the glass wall bit by bit. My son’ s nose pressed right against the
cup. His breath fogged a small patch on the glass; he wiped it quickly with a paper
towel and moved his face even closer, as if afraid to miss a single millimeter of the

rising water.

Where did the water go? Why did it climb? Did the cup drink it, or did the fire
pull it up? The questions came one after another, and I could barely keep up. I was
about to explain air pressure, then swallowed the words and asked instead: which cup
do you think drinks the most water? He ran off to fetch his water cup, his milk cup,

and the big glass jar from the cookie tin, and lined them up on the table.

That night the candle was lit and blown out, blown out and 1lit again, four rounds
in a row. The milk cup was opaque, so he could not see the water climb, and he
frowned and held the cup up to the lamp. The big jar was too tall, and the water
barely moved. Only in the straight-sided glass cup did the water climb the highest.
He recorded the results his own way: he drew four cups and put a small circle above

the one where the water rose highest.

Later he fell asleep, and in his dream he mumbled: the air inside the cup 1is
full. I smiled and closed his door for him. On the dining table, a ring of red wax
still sat in the middle of the plate, like a medal just awarded. Nobody had the heart

to wipe it away.
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The Whole Class Said Wow at the Same Time

Science class had not officially started when Teacher Wang walked in carrying a
tray: candles, plates, glass cups, a small basin of water, and a box of matches. She
set the tray on the podium and said: today the cup will run the experiment. The class
went silent at once. More than thirty pairs of eyes fixed on the tray, and even Chen

Xiaoyu in the back row, who never stopped talking, sat up straight.

We took turns going up. The first was Lin Xiaoyu. She struck a match, lit the
candle, and fixed it onto the plate, all of it steady. But when she lowered the cup,
her hand trembled, and the cup rested crooked on the plate with a small gap under its
rim. The candle flickered and went out, yet the water on the plate did not move at
all, not a single drop climbing up. Lin Xiaoyu froze where she stood, fingers
twisting the hem of her skirt, the roots of her ears red. Teacher Wang did not
correct her right away. She only asked one question: did anyone notice what was

different just now?
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Some said the cup was tilted. Some said there was a gap underneath. Some said air
sneaked in through the gap and spoiled the trick. Lin Xiaoyu bent down to look at the
gap herself. When she straightened up, her eyes were still a little red, but she
picked the cup up again. This time she lined the rim with the plate, pressed the edge
with both hands, tight and firm, not moving at all.

The flame shrank inside the cup, stretched its neck longer and longer, and went
out. The water climbed up the glass wall, climbing and climbing, and stopped at a
height of one finger. The whole class let out a single loud wow, so big that even the
window glass seemed to tremble with it. Lin Xiaoyu stood by the podium, and on her
way back to her seat her steps were light, and everyone she passed wanted to high-

five her.

After the last person finished, Teacher Wang lifted the tray and said: the first
time the water refused to climb was also part of the experiment. It told us the cup
must seal tight, because if air leaks in through a gap, the water will not rise. She
wrote three big characters on the blackboard: no air leaks. The bell rang, and as we
walked out of the classroom we were still talking about that wow. I felt the sound

did not come from our throats. The water shouted it for us, from inside the cup.
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